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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. Paudge Connolly                                 Ref. No. 158/07
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	Shannonside/NorthernSound
	Election Coverage
	14  May 2007


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Connolly’s complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality), refers to the election coverage on Shannonside/NorthernSound and in particular, an interview in which he participated on 14 May 2007.  He submits that the station lacked balance and objectivity when conducting the general election head-to-head interviews.  

The station carried a series of interviews, each featuring two candidates and presented by the Head of News, Mr. Martin Shannon.   On Monday 14 May the complainant, Mr. Connolly, a General Election candidate and outgoing Dáil deputy, participated.  During his interview, Mr. Connolly described how Oireachtas members work, particularly at Joint Oireachtas Health Committee level and specifically, the length of time he had spent attending such Health Committee meetings. These meetings frequently lasted from 4 – 6 hours.  The complainant claims the presenter departed from basic minimum standards of balance and objectivity in sneeringly referring to the major Joint Oireachtas Health Committee meetings as merely “talking shops” and scathingly dismissing them as “meaningless”.  Mr. Connolly claims that Mr. Shannon failed to ask the other Oireachtas members why they did not attend the meetings.  He knocked any relevance that the Committee may have had and in the process, endeavoured to demean the complainant’s personal contribution to the Committee’s deliberations.

Mr. Connolly submits that Shannonside/NorthernSound election coverage was generally lacking in political balance and objectivity. He further states that Mr. Shannon’s attitude to his valid concerns were appalling, showing contempt for minimum standards of accountability and objectivity.

Station’s Response: 

Shannonside/NorthernSound states that Mr. Connolly was given the same amount of time as any of the other candidates in the Cavan/Monaghan constituency.  The station also broadcast all of Mr. Connolly’s press releases during his election campaign. The station also submitted a chart of all news/interviews/clips featuring Mr. Connolly. All the major party leaders were given 10-15 minutes to discuss national issues along with the challenges of forming a potential new government after the election.

Shannonside/NorthernSound provided Mr. Connolly and all other candidates with a standard letter outlining the proposed coverage.  On the 24 April the News Editor, Mr. Shannon, invited Mr. Connolly to the studio in connection with the election coverage. 

Mr. Connolly criticises the questions put to him in relation to the role of an Oireachtas Committee, however, he was in the studio at the time and was offered every opportunity to reject the criticism and highlight the work of the Committee.  Shannonside Northern Sound refutes any allegations that the station has any political agenda and states that every attempt was made to ensure balanced and comprehensive coverage of the general election.

Decision of the Commission:  
The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The programme in question was part of the election coverage on Shannonside/NorthernSound and was a head-to-head with two local candidates in the General Election; outgoing Deputy Paudge Connolly, Independent and Mr. Vincent Martin, a Green Party candidate.  In the introduction to the programme, the presenter informed the listener of the format of the programme.  This included each candidate being permitted two minutes at the commencement of the programme to outline why people should vote for them.  This was then to be followed by a discussion on the subject chosen as the most popular of the day and those most relevant to the constituency.  On the day of this broadcast, a press release was issued which stated that the Monaghan and Cavan Hospitals were going to be downgraded.    

The two participants were each given two minutes to promote their campaign.  Deputy Connolly stated that he was fighting the election on a specific issue and that was on the provision of hospital services.  He spoke about his record of attendance at the Joint Oireachtas Health Committee meetings; the length of time he spent at such meetings; how such meetings ensured democratic accountability; who attended them and who didn’t and his input to the meetings.

The presenter then subsequently opened the debate by asking Deputy Connolly what he made of the news of the future downgrading of the hospitals in Monaghan and Cavan.  The majority of the debate focussed on the local hospital issues and then, towards the end of the debate, there was a brief discussion on issues of farming/agriculture, blood sports and the IDA.  

The Commission noted that this was a robust debate, one in which the views and opinions of the candidates were explored and challenged.  The tone of the presenter throughout was moderate and inquisitive.  He adopted a devil’s advocate style and dealt with each participant similarly.  Also, each participant was given ample time to respond to all questions.  The Commission would acknowledge that the presenter did state he thought Committees were ‘talking shops’ due to the fact that any of its proposals have to go to Dáil Éireann for ratification.  However, these comments could not determine that the broadcast was biased.  The Commission must assess the entire discussion as broadcast.  The outgoing Deputy detailed his association with the Joint Oireachtas Health Committee in his 2-minute slot to promote his campaign.  He also referred to it throughout the discussion.  He also confirmed that he was elected on the hospital ticket.  Therefore, one would expect that he would be challenged on his record on health issues over his five years as Deputy, including his input on committees.  The presenter questioned his record as Deputy and also, the role of the Health Committee.  He did so in a reasonable manner.  Both participants in this debate were treated fairly and with respect.  They were given sufficient time to air their own views and opinions, and also to challenge the other’s views and opinions.  The Commission could find no evidence of contempt on behalf of the presenter as submitted by the complainant.  

This was a robust interview during which Former Deputy Connolly’s record on health issues was vigorously explored and challenged.  The style of the presenter was that of the devil’s advocate.  However, he was at all times fair and permitted the former Deputy sufficient time to answer questions and to get his point of view across.  The debate was presented in a fair manner and its content typical of the type of questioning a candidate for a general election would expect.  The complaint was rejected with reference to Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality).
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